The Role of the Federal Government by Frantz, John C.
The Role of the Federal Government 
JOHN C.  FRANTZ 
THISPAPER WILL ATTEMPT to examine the role of the 
federal government in relation to library services in metropolitan 
areas, and to discuss legislative efforts to achieve library objectives. In 
doing so, one encounters an immediate problem, in that the terms 
"federal role," "national policy" and "public interest" are more 
deceptive than the chameleon. They have the ring of clarity and the 
appearance of self-evident definition, but the closer one approaches, 
the faster and further they recede. Librarians are probably as guilty as 
any other interest group of using these terms and their permutations as 
though they had a rational, objective, generally accepted definition. 
Unhappily, they do not. 
Senator Fulbright, addressing this problem, noted that: "Perhaps in 
the abstract sense there is an objective category which can be called the 
'national interest.' Human affairs, however, are not conducted in the 
abstract, and as one moves from the theoretical to the operational, 
objectivity diminishes and sentiment rises; ideas give way to ideology, 
principle to personality, reason to rationalization . . . the national 
interest is a subjective and even capricious potpourri, with ingredients 
of strategic advantage, economic aspiration, national pride, group 
emotion, and the personal vanity of the leaders themselves."' 
One reason for the recently recognized vulnerability of federal 
library grant programs is probably that the authorizing legislation 
came into being not by presenting a coherent, organized rationale for 
library assistance, but rather by shrewd and skillful exploitation of 
political opportunities in Congress, in the White House and in the 
administrative agencies. The Library Services Act of 1956, achieved 
after a decade of concentrated and intelligent lobbying, was the first in 
a series of essentiallyad hoc components of a federal library policy. The 
"intent of Congress" for this library demonstration bill was to extend 
public library service to rural areas without such services or with 
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inadequate service. Its passage was a surprise to the Eisenhower 
administration and the Office of Education was unprepared to 
administer it and uncommitted to its purposes. 
Between 1956 and 1968 the rural library service program was 
extended to urban areas and expanded to include funds for library 
construction, interlibrary cooperation, institutional library services 
and library services to the handicapped. During the same period the 
federal commitment to libraries blossomed to substantial proportions. 
Federal financial assistance to libraries was provided for in the 
following examples of substantive legislation: 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
Title 11-School library resources and materials 
Title 111-Supplementary educational services and centers 
Title IV-Cooperative research 
Higher Education Act 
Title 11-A-College library resources 
11-B-Library training and research 
11-C-Library of Congress National Program for Acquisition and 
Cataloging 
Title IV-B-Workshops and institutes 
National Defense Education Act 
Title 111-Instructional materials 
Title XI-Institutes 
Appalachian Regional Development Act 
State Technical Services Act 
Higher Education Facilities Act 
Despite the flowering of library assistance programs, the garden had 
never been systematically planned, graded, or  even landscaped. 
Library titles were tacked on here and there, now and then, and rode 
the coattails of the education landslide in the middle and late 1960s. 
There was not then, and there is not now, a clear, rational articulation 
of the functions of libraries in the achievement of national goals. The 
resultant national policy with respect to libraries was, therefore, an 
almost accidental and largely unnoticed by-product of the massive 
priority then being given to education. Nobody, least of all the Office of 
Education, saw the opportunity and the necessity of evaluating the 
aggregate concept, impact or  effectiveness of these scattered efforts. 
The high-water mark, to date at least, for planning, research and 
evaluation capacity within the Office of Education came when 
administration of most library legislation was elevated to bureau status. 
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This reorganization offered the potential for creating a coherent 
federal library policy but, alas, the moment was allowed to pass, the 
administration changed, and a subsequent reorganization left libraries 
back at square one-within the Office of Education. 
Thus far, comments on the federal role in library development have 
dealt only with substantive legislation: the several laws affecting 
libraries which contain the purposes of the act, the methods of 
allocating funds, eligibility, controls, scope of regulations, 
administrative delegation, authorization of appropriations, etc. Two 
other documents, which are uniquely political in nature, are powerful 
statements of policy: one is the proposed budget of the administration, 
the other is the appropriations act as passed by Congress. Every 
President has used his annual budget message to implement his 
political priorities; Mr. Nixon was only a hyperactive example. 
Increased or reduced funding requests; elimination of programs; 
reorganization, decentralization, or  consolidation of programs can all 
be accomplished by the way in which the federal budget is put together. 
Further, when the budget is submitted to Congress it is reviewed by 
the respective appropriations committees, not by the substantive 
committees which originate legislation. In drafting an appropriations 
act, both Houses have the opportunity to respond to the President with 
congressional priorities. These decisions have enormous impact on the 
American society. Quantitatively, approximately 20 percent of the 
gross national product is now involved-one-fifth of the value of 
everything the nation produces. Qualitatively, the proportional 
allocations among defense, social and educational programs, energy 
and the physical environment, health services, mass transit, etc., shape 
the quality of life for all of us. The main point is that these shifts can 
and do take place within the provisions of existing legislation and can 
enhance, modify or abolish the original purposes of any one legislative 
program. 
The size and complexity of the budget, the diffuse decision-making 
authority in the various congressional committees, and the excesses of 
the President in using it as a political instrument have led to a serious, 
basic review of congressional budget responsibility. Both the House 
and Senate have passed bills designed to give Congress more direct 
comprehensive control over total federal spending levels. However, 
there are substantial differences in the two measures which must be 
reconciled by the joint conference committee. 
Both bills provide for changing the beginning of the federal fiscal 
year from July 1 to October 1 to allow more time for congressional 
J O H N  C .  FRANTZ  
review. The Senate bill provides for a joint resolution each May setting 
both spending and revenue estimates and establishing ceilings for 
major program areas. Both bills establish separate House and Senate 
budget committees with necessary staff support. Differences in the bills 
involve administrative impoundment of appropriated funds, 
elimination of "back door" spending which by-passes normal 
appropriations procedures, and the scheduling of the several steps in 
the total budgeting process. In addition to systematizing congressional 
budget participation, the bills also attempt to redress the balance of 
power between the executive and legislative branches. 
These measures are undeniably desirable and, to the extent they 
accomplish the intended purposes, very helpful. But the federal 
budget is big and getting bigger, complex but getting more 
complicated, so the concept has yet to be tested. If it works it may 
provide library and other interests with a better opportunity to relate 
library services to other governmental programs and to increase the 
proportion of attention given nationally to libraries. There has been 
notable neglect in recognizing the collateral importance of books and 
other library materials, and of library services, in reaching the targeted 
program objectives both within and outside the U.S. Office of 
Education. A clearer, fuller review of federal spending may provide 
greater visibility for the horizontal presence of libraries across a wider 
program spectrum than ever before, including such obvious 
educational areas as career education, adult basic education, 
mid-career retraining, reading and literacy efforts, drug abuse and sex 
education, etc. Of potentially greater significance are the similar 
opportunities which may well be available in less obviously, but equally 
important, library-related national purposes as urban planning and 
development, environmental planning, consumer-interest programs 
including family assistance plans, manpower and economic policies, 
agricultural extension, etc. 
Whatever general agreement exists on desirable national goals 
which the federal government can help greatly to achieve would surely 
include at least three, identified in the Brookings Institution as the 
following: "reducing poverty and inequality, both in income and in 
access to essential public and private services; improving the 
effectiveness of public services; creating a cleaner, more attractive 
physical envir~nment ."~ 
With more sophisticated and more direct control of the federal 
budget by Congress, librarians have a more clearly defined path to 
follow in showing the relevance and value of library services to 
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reaching national goals no matter how the emphasis therein may shift 
from time to time. 
The second opportunity which improved federal budget policy 
presents is not programmatic but fiscal. Using the modified 
procedures as a base, the library (and education) community can 
initiate a useful dialog on the proportional share of library support 
which can realistically be allocated to federal revenue resources. It has 
long been recognized that the local real property tax has borne a 
disproportionate burden of the total costs of education and of libraries. 
These taxes are inherently unfair and infirm. For example, in fiscal 
year 1971, $1 of tax per $100 of assessed value of property in the 
Beverley Hills (California) School District produced $9 14.94 per 
elementary pupil. The same tax in nearby Baldwin Park produced only 
$53.96. Similar inequitites can be found in local revenues allocated to 
libraries. Office of Education data for fiscal year 1972 showed that total 
education expenditures were allocated as follows: 9.1 percent from 
federal sources and 90.9 percent from state and local sources. Sources 
of operating funds for public libraries in selected states serving at least 
25,000 persons, in fiscal year 1968, were distributed among the levels 
of government as shown in Table 1. 
Despite the almost unanimous agreement that these data show clear 
inequities in matching expenditures with revenue resources, there is 
no consensus concerning a "fair-share" formula that would allocate 
TABLE 1 
OPERATINGFUNDSFOR PUBLICLIBRARIES 
Percent operating receipts from 









Source: National Center for Educational Statistics. Statzstus of Pubbc Lzbrarzes Servzng at 
least 25,000 Znhabztants-1968 Washington, D.C., G.P.O.,1970. 
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responsibility for library funding among state, local and federal 
governments. Having a new forum in which to discuss federal budget 
programs will not solve this problem. Only the library profession can 
construct a justifiable rationale for such an allocation, and this task is 
"unfinished business" of urgent and important dimensions. (A more 
comprehensive review and analysis of this topic may be found in a 
paper commissioned by the Office of Education, "Basic Issues in the 
Governmental Financing of Public Library Services," by Rodney 
Lane.3 
In discussing the "fair-share" concept as it currently applies to public 
elementary and secondary education, Congressman Albert H. Quie, 
ranking minority member of the House Committee on Education and 
Labor, said that "One of the goals that seems to have been almost 
universally adopted by the major education groups is that the Federal 
Government should pay one-third of the cost of educating young 
people. . . . I believe that we can achieve a Federal participation rate 
of 25 percent. But I cannot see us achieving any major increase unless 
the Federal role becomes better defined. . . . A fair formula for 
responding to genuine educational needs require better 
information." 
It would be challenging to the ALA to find a higher priority than the 
satisfactory resolution of this "fair-share" dilemma. But the 
responsibility is not theirs alone. The Office of Education, the National 
Institute of Education, and the National Commission on Libraries and 
Information Science share an organizational commitment to the issue. 
Beyond them, everyone interested in libraries or  having a professional 
stake in improved library services needs to make their voices heard if 
libraries are to become more than vestigal appendages to the social and 
educational fabric of American life. 
However, the determination of an appropriate and effective 
allocation of library support from the several governmental revenue 
sources must be rationally and objectively defensible. It can be derived 
only when a sizable number of antecedent questions have been 
satisfactorily answered. For example, the objective, purposes and 
functions of the library must be formulated with sufficient precision so 
that its effectiveness can be measured against its costs; standards 
permitting uniform assessment of the degree of adequacy must be 
promulgated; the present pattern of financial support must be 
analyzed for equity and adequacy; and the relative value of library 
services must be established so that budget decisions can be made less 
subject to precedent, habit or expedientjudgment. The relationship of 
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any one library to its immediate constituency, to the area, region or 
state, and to the national system of library services must also be 
delineated. Basic and empirical research, plus original and creative 
conceptualizing, should yield a framework within which the allocation 
of financial responsibility can be constructed. 
Experience to date has taught some useful lessons and has provided 
some promising clues. At the very least, we now know some ways in 
which the federal role in library development ought not to be defined 
and implemented. If we now know a good deal about where we have 
been and a little bit about where we would like to go, then considerable 
effort should be made to determine how to get there. The remainder 
of this paper will be devoted to these three aspects of the federal library 
role. 
First, it would probably not be difficult to get majority agreement 
that the narrow categorical library grants of the past are now obsolete. 
They worked imperfectly and were subject to various abuses. For 
example, the matching requirements of the Library Services and 
Construction Act were not widely useful. It is true that in some states 
the matching requirement did lead to new or increased state aid for 
libraries, but in others no perceptible advantages occurred. The 
wealthier states, already well overmatched from both state and local 
sources, were able to claim "fully earned federal balances" which could 
be expended for virtually any purpose without regard to the act or  its 
regulations. Although I have no proof, I strongly suspect that some 
federal funds, earned and paid but not disbursed, were put into 
interest-bearing paper in clear violation of the regulations under which 
the act was administered. 
In addition, the "demonstration" concept of the LSCA, which was an 
effort to avoid the unacceptable (in 1956) idea of federal operating 
assistance to local libraries contained a basic fallacy about the 
effectiveness of incentive grants. This incentive fallacy is the idea that a 
federally initiated innovation will, by virtue of its success, find local or 
state support. It just does not happ& very often. For one thing, every 
innovation can be, honestly or not, evaluated as a "success" because the 
measurement is nearly always of something (with some vested 
interests) compared to nothing (the status quo ante). For another, the 
idea of stimulating nonfederal sources of support for federally 
initiated projects is at best unrealistic and at worst a form of political 
blackmail. 
On this latter point, far too little attention has been given to the 
consequences to state and local governments of federal program 
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priorities and funding decisions. Whenever a federal grant program, 
library-related or not, is conceived, implemented, funded, unfunded, 
or  abolished, there is a direct impact on decision-making at the state 
and local levels. Federal aid in many critical areas and the structure of 
appropriations and incentives are now more frequently a determining 
factor in adopting local policies. A recent deputy mayor of New York 
City noted that "the Federal government's role in the city's 
decision-making process is overwhelming. In today's world, the fact is 
that the Federal government does significantly alter the destiny of a 
~ i t y . " ~  
This student of urban affairs also cited the relatively passive role of 
city halls at a time when Washington policy-makers could decide to 
encircle a city with superhighways, change mortgage rates, alter 
civilian and military procurement, affect housing construction, 
redesign health services and their delivery, and modify real estate tax 
incentives. The amounts of federal funds involved are so enormous 
that both states and cities are in danger of becoming fiscal and program 
subsidiaries of the federal government. 
These two arguments are persuasive, at least to some, with regard to 
demonstration, model or pilot federal grants. Categorical grants for 
libraries and other purposes must be broad enough to be applied to 
recognized and defined local priorities in ways which permit effective 
local decision-making at the same time that the purposes of the grant 
are fulfilled. A second weakness of the LSCA was its failure to 
recognize and separately provide for the essential operations of the 
state library agency. More than a few states were justifiably criticized 
for siphoning off LSCA funds for statewide or state agency purposes 
which, while legal and even necessary, were to some unmeasured 
extent contravening the purposes of the act. The fault here was not so 
much in the state agencies, many of which were ill-led, ill-staffed and 
ill-equipped, but in the act itself. Specific provision for an adequate 
state agency, willing and able to provide leadership, training, research 
and development was, and is, needed. 
The role of the state in achieving national goals has been generally 
neglected in the pattern of federal grant programs, notably in 
education and social services. But in some cases these very programs 
have helped induce a growing shift of more direct responsibility back 
to the states. Wendell Pierce, executive director of the Education 
Commission of the States, says of this trend: "The difference in the 
quality of the leadership at the state level between now and, say, 1965is 
amazing. These people are experts-in compensatory education, the 
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handicapped, early childhood, you name it. They used to be just 
caretaker^."^ The time now seems more right than ever to effect some 
acceptable compromise between having Washington leave the money 
on a stump and run, and the too rigid, too narrow, redtape festooned 
categorical grants of the mid-1960s. 
Insofar as libraries are concerned, the General Revenue Sharing Act 
was a thinly disguised effort to abolish federal funding of libraries. 
That this bone was tossed in the direction of libraries at the same time 
the administration budget for library grant programs was cut to zero 
was no coincidence. Experience quickly proved that libraries were 
badly over-matched by being in the same ring with such heavyweights 
as mass transit, law enforcement, highway construction and health 
services. Of those general revenue-sharing funds which did find their 
way into libraries, the vast majority were for capital, nonrecurring 
construction projects or were used to substitute for funds previously 
provided from local sources. On the other hand, the aborted proposal 
for special education revenue sharing was more than a contradiction in 
terms, it was an affront to serious educational planners all along the 
ideological spectrum, and at all levels of government. 
The currently proposed "Information Partnership Act" is only the 
most recent Trojan Horse to be trundled into the library community. It 
is not only a transparent device to reduce federal funds for libraries, it 
repeats the incentive fallacy and narrowly restricts the federal 
responsibility to some undefined "informational services" to greater 
numbers of people. 
Of the other library grant programs, Title I1 of ESEA and the 
construction titles in LSCA and HEA were probably the most 
successful in accomplishing their purposes. A number of observers feel 
that funds for library construction were well down the list of pressing 
priorities. A debate on that topic is probably desirable, but there is no 
doubt that federal matching funds for construction do indeed act as an 
effective incentive. New buildings are tangible, they are politically 
attractive, they aid the localjob market and their cost of construction is 
a capital improvement. In addition, the availability of federal assistance 
helps control local long-term borrowing which, in any event, troubles 
budget officials much less than the chronic struggle with annual 
operating costs. If too little forethought was given to building 
operating expenses, maintenance, and energy consumption, it could 
not be blamed on LSCA. 
Title I1 of ESEA has clearly had a generally positive effect on the 
collections of school library materials, particularly at the elementary 
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level. One weakness in its administration has been the frustrating delay 
and uncertainty in determining the level of funding in any one year. 
Passage of appropriations acts late in the fiscal year, vetoes, continuing 
resolutions, impoundment, all these made systematic effective 
disbursement virtually impossible for school library officials. A second 
weakness was the disproportionate emphasis on materials. The title 
would have been vastly more effective if it had been designed to assure 
across-the-board improvement in school library services by containing, 
in the same title, funds for personnel, training, administration, 
research, etc. Grants under HEA for college library resources were 
much needed and apparently well used, but the amounts available have 
been too small to make substantial and continuing improvement 
possible. 
It seems appropriate at this point to say just a word about 
opportunities for federal assistance to libraries from programs not 
lodged in the Office of Education. Too few libraries have exercised 
sufficient initiative to take advantage of existing federal programs for 
which libraries may be eligible even though they may or may not be 
specifically mentioned. A few alert library leaders at both state and 
local levels have been able to offer new or  improved service by 
exploiting possibilities in such disparate programs as the Law 
Enforcement Assistance Act, the model cities program, the State 
Technical Assistance Act, the Social Security Act, and various 
programs in the departments of labor, commerce, and interior, and in 
the National Endowments for the Arts and for the Humanities. Many 
of these opportunities continue to exist and more are surely working 
themselves through the legislative process. The existence of these 
possibilities suggests the desirability of closer monitering by ALA, the 
National Commission on Libraries and Information Science and the 
Office of Education so that clear and timely information can be 
provided to state and local library agencies. 
The proposed White House Conference on Library and 
Information Services in 1976, and the antecedent governor's 
conferences, present an unparalleled opportunity to examine in depth 
the past, present, and future of library legislation and support. 
Properly conceived and executed, these forums can help librarians 
build their case and can involve a wide range of library users to 
establish a genuine public interest policy with respect to library 
development. A statement of national policy on libraries need not, and 
probably will not, be lengthy or complicated. But it must be supported 
by a profession and a constituency united on goals, standards, 
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measurements, and funding patterns. These are the heart of the 
matter. The state library agency occupies the crucial seat of leadership 
in each of these topics, with ALA and the National Commission in vital 
coordinating roles. The ultimate statement of national policy might 
even be as simple as: 
The Congress declares that it is in the 
national interest to provide adequate 
library services to all. 
Legislation and appropriations will be needed to implement any such 
statement to public policy. Much is yet to be done before specific 
language can be drafted, but it is possible to set down some principles 
and some components of what might, for our purposes, be called the 
"Better Libraries Act of 1976." 
Scope. The act should be comprehensive, should reflect the best and 
most current professional judgments on interlibrary networking, and 
should embrace all kinds of libraries, media centers, and public 
information services. Specific provision for strengthening state library 
administrative agencies should be made. All ages, users with special 
needs, and the institutionalized-without limitations-should be 
eligible for assistance under the act. 
Allotments. Allotments to states should be based on an equalization 
concept that takes into account the relative ability to pay, adequacy of 
existing services, and levels of financial effort. The "federal share" of 
program grants would be 100 percent with no formula matching 
requirement. However, the act would prohibit the substitution of 
federal funds for existing funds from nonfederal sources, a "floor" 
requirement. 
Capital Financing. The act would create a federal library facilities 
authority which would be empowered to raise money through the 
issuance of bonds to capitalize those library activities which could 
generate offsetting revenue, e.g., library construction, technical 
processing, data processing and communications hardware. 
Administration. It is probably desirable to continue the administration 
of library grant programs within the Office of Education at a level 
headed by an assistant commissioner for library and information 
services. However, it is essential that the federal government have, in 
addition to the grants management function, a program staff capable 
of planning, research and development, liaison with other government 
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agencies, evaluation, and technical assistance to state and local 
governments and libraries. This latter function could well be assigned 
to the National Institute of Education. The National Commission on 
Libraries and Information Science could, with no change in its present 
mandate, act in an advisory capacity to this unit. 
The state library agency would have a crucial role in effective 
administration and the act should specify the components, capacity 
and performance levels of the administering agency in each state. 
Because of the different patterns of assigning library responsibilities at 
the state level, these provisions would require careful draftmanship to 
accomplish the desired objective without requiring a uniform 
organization chart or imposing a reorganization of some state library 
units. State advisory committees, roughly counterpart to the National 
Commission, might also be desirable in those states lacking an 
equivalent group. 
Appropriations. The bulk of the appropriation under the act would be 
to honor the federal "fair share" as ultimately determined. These 
amounts would pass through the state agency to local libraries. In 
addition, earmarked allocations would be made to state agencies to 
enable them to carry out their responsibilities under the act, including 
state-level library-services relating to statewide networks and state 
institutional library functions. Further appropriation provision would 
be made for a commissioner's discretionary fund to be disbursed, on a 
competitive basis, to local or state library proposals seeking special 
assistance for new or  experimental library activities. Research 
appropriations would also be disbursed on a proposal basis, with 
eligible recipients being state and local libraries, library schools, 
academic institutions, public and private elementary and secondary 
schools, and public and private nonprofit organizations having a 
research capacity. The act would also authorize the assistant 
commissioner to receive transfer funds from other governmental 
agencies and from private sources to carry out library-related 
programs whether or  not governmental in origin. Separate 
appropriate provision should be made for reimbursement by Office of 
Education to federal libraries, multistate library entities and other 
resource institutions for services provided on behalf of the national 
goals of the act. 
If the proposed policy and legislation seem too neat and too 
contrived, let me say that there are no illusions about the neatness or  
the potential realization of either. The U.S. system of federal political 
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action being what it is, we shall probably continue to shoot at targets of 
opportunity with an occasional hit and a number of misses. So be it. It 
would appear that we shall be better prepared, and shall do a betterjob 
of carrying out any legislative mandates if we have a common rationale 
for library development and a unified concept of the federal role. If 
this paper has advanced the dialog on either topic, it will have been 
useful. 
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